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By Mary Peterson

I t began as just a little dark mole, not
even as wide as a pencil eraser, on 
the back between the shoulder blades. It

was not even where the sun usually shines.
Yet, in less than
four short years,
Diana Ashby,
late wife of
Astronaut 
Jeff Ashby, 
succumbed at
the age of 33.

Now, as
painful as those
memories are,
Jeff Ashby
speaks freely of
his late wife’s
premature end in the hope of sparing others
a similar fate. “Six months before I lost
Diana,” he recalls, “my fellow astronaut
and friend, Lacy Veach, also died of the
disease. Both of their cancers, malignant
melanoma, started as a small
mole on the back and progressed
almost identically.”

In Diana Ashby’s case, and
similarly in that of Veach, the
mole was not painful. Usually
they’re not. Neither did it bleed. It
was very small and had just begun
to show signs of change when it
was removed. 

What might have been the end
of the story was followed by major
surgeries, chemotherapy, and radi-
ation treatments – all fruitless
attempts to stem the spread of the
melanoma throughout her body.
“It is important for people to
remember,” Ashby said, “that
while skin cancer starts in your
skin, it can metastasize, move into
the bloodstream, and affect all of
your major organs, including the brain.”
Typical lifespan is about three years. Diana
survived nearly four.

Barry Waddell, business manager for
the International Space Station Program, is
a warm, affable guy who counts 
himself lucky, very lucky. Having grown 
up in Maine, where, according to him,
“summer usually lasts about a week,” he
had never concerned himself with the
prospects of skin cancer. Neither did he
court the sun by golfing, fishing, surfing,
or doing any of the usual things identified

with chronic sunburn, so it was of little
concern when he noticed a small, reddish
freckle on his face seven years ago.
“Nothing to it,” a general practitioner had
said. Even some years later when it
appeared a bit angry, the dermatologist
doubted its significance until a biopsy
revealed it was melanoma.

“I was shocked!” Waddell says. “I had
been told don’t worry about it, it’s proba-
bly an infection, and there was a 50-50
chance it could be basal cell carcinoma, the
least dangerous form of skin cancer.”

From the outset, Waddell’s cancer was
not considered life threatening, partly
because it was so thin, and the outlook was
considered very good. Today, three surg-
eries and one skin graft later, he has a
crater-shaped scar on his cheek that is a
daily reminder of the threat to his life.  But
he is a survivor.

“I’m vigilant about having my skin
checked regularly because I know I have to
be!” This is the mantra of Debbie Denton, an
employee development specialist in Human
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Resources. More aware than most, she has
experienced probably as many as 30 or so rea-
sonably severe sunburns in her lifetime 
and has a history of skin cancer in her family,
most of whom, like herself, are fair-skinned
and prime physiologi-
cal candidates for the
disease.

“When I was diag-
nosed with basal cell
carcinoma, I wasn’t
really surprised, because
I kind of expected it,”
Denton says, revealing a
dime-sized, whitish scar
on her left hand, about
four times the size of
the original lesion (a
very tiny red spot). 
While basal cell is the most curable form
of skin cancer, she never lets her guard
down and includes, at intervals, a full body
check in her trips to the dermatologist.

The common thread among each of
these stories? Skin cancer is scary – what

was, what might have been, what the future
could hold. How much we take for granted
– a bump here, a red spot there. After all,
we grew up with a succession of skinned
knees, cut fingers, rashes, and assorted

other assaults to the skin,
so we’re accustomed to
ignoring most of it. This is
exactly what JSC’s Solar
Safe campaign would like
to change.

Throughout the sum-
mer months, you will see
Solar Safe symbols, signs,
and notices throughout the
site, offering education,
information, and free, rapid
skin testing for all employ-
ees, using state-of-the-art

teledermatology.
Some 800,000 to 1,000,000 cases of skin

cancer will be diagnosed this year in the
U.S., and 7,000 people will die from
melanoma. Although skin cancer is the
most common of all cancers, it is the most
curable if detected early. Don’t ignore this
fact. Did we mention that the most devastat-

ing experiences began with just a
small mole or freckle? ■
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Bob Gillispie and Celeste Evans 
demonstrate a new teledermatology
concept whereby digital photos 
of skin lesions are sent to 
a downtown dermatologist 
for diagnosis and 
recommendations.

Diana Ashby worked tirelessly
her final years to expedite cancer
research. To that end, she
founded The Melanoma
Research Foundation dedicated
to funding research toward treat-
ment of melanoma and support
of the melanoma patient commu-
nity. The MRF can be reached at
800-673-1290 or at
www.melanoma.org. We also rec-
ommend www.mpip.org.


